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In the fog-choked avenues of London, a watcher paid to
keep the peace is pushed to orchestrate its disturbance, and
the line between civic duty and private betrayal dissolves
into a single, perilous shadow.

Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, first published in
1907, is a tightly woven tale of espionage, political
agitation, and domestic strain set in late-Victorian London.
Its central premise is stark: a shopkeeper who serves as an
undercover informant is pressured by his handlers to
provoke an “outrage” dramatic enough to jolt public opinion.
Around this demand clusters a volatile mix of radicals,
police, bureaucrats, and a family whose ordinary routines
become ensnared in extraordinary peril. Without revealing
outcomes, the novel’s opening movement frames a city of
watchers and the watched, of obligations that press more
violently than convictions.

Conrad wrote at a moment when European capitals were
grappling with fears of anarchist violence, state
surveillance, and the spectacle of political crime. The Secret
Agent draws factual inspiration from the 1894 Greenwich
Park incident, when a bomb exploded prematurely near the
Royal Observatory, but transforms that episode into a
broader meditation on responsibility, cynicism, and the uses
of fear. This historical backdrop anchors the book’s
atmosphere: a metropolis where newsrooms, embassies,
and police offices convert rumor into policy, and where the
rhetoric of progress is shadowed by the grinding realities of
class, migration, and precarious livelihoods.

The novel has classic status because it anticipates the
modern political thriller while remaining resolutely literary.
Long before “terrorism” became a dominant public term,



Conrad anatomized its logic and its theatricality—how
actors, motives, and audiences are shaped by institutions,
not merely by private rage. He renders the state, the press,
and clandestine cells with equal skepticism, crafting a darkly
comic critique of systems that instrumentalize human lives.
Its durability rests on this moral intricacy: nobody escapes
the net of causation, yet nobody is reduced to a mere
caricature. The book dramatizes, rather than lectures, the
unsettling entanglement of public power and private harm.

Conrad’s craft deepens that effect. His English, learned
as an adult, is deployed with exacting irony and an ear for
bureaucratic euphemism. Shifts of focalization and free
indirect style draw us into minds that rationalize, deflect,
and occasionally flinch at themselves. The city becomes a
narrative machine—streets, parlors, and offices arranged
like gears that click forward with ominous calm. Suspense
grows not simply from what might happen but from the
prose’s steady pressure, the way sentences turn an ordinary
errand into a threshold. The result is a story that compels
through atmosphere as much as through incident.

At the center stands a secret agent who runs a small
shop, a man accustomed to blending into the wallpaper of
daily life. Around him gather his wife, her vulnerable
brother, a cluster of self-styled revolutionaries, and officials
who prefer results to principles. The domestic interior is the
book’s most subversive stage: meals, errands, and family
conversations become freighted with political consequence.
Conrad’s insight is that ideology travels along intimate
paths—the doorway, the dinner table, the shared purse—
and that the costs of clandestine work are paid, most often,
by those who never chose the mission.

Equally memorable is the portrait of institutions. The
embassy that issues orders, the police who measure
success by headlines, and the press that turns panic into
circulation all operate with chilling pragmatism. The radicals
are no less compromised: vanity, weariness, and theatrical



posturing sit alongside genuine conviction. Conrad’s satire is
mordant but disciplined; humor arrives as a hard gleam on
the edge of dread. The accumulation of petty calculations—
who owes whom, which report will read well, how to avoid
scandal—becomes the true engine of the plot, more decisive
than any bomb or manifesto.

The Secret Agent helped shape the modern espionage
novel and the political thriller by insisting that intrigue is
inseparable from psychology and ethics. Its influence is felt
in writers who explore the gray zones of loyalty and
statecraft, including later practitioners of the espionage
tradition such as Graham Greene and John le Carré. Just as
importantly, it enlarged the novel’s capacity to treat
terrorism not as spectacle alone but as a social and moral
problem, examined from multiple vantage points—an
approach that subsequent fiction, film, and criticism have
continued to develop.

The book’s stature has grown through decades of
attentive reading by critics, historians, and general
audiences. It is frequently taught not only for its narrative
power but also for its acute historical resonance, bridging
literary study with political thought. Readers return to it for
its balance of taut plotting and meditative scrutiny, for its
refusal to offer easy heroic or villainous types, and for its
lingering questions about agency. Few novels make the
machinery of modern life—its files, corridors, and
committees—feel so dramatically consequential, or render
the quiet fragility of domestic bonds with such stark clarity.

Reading The Secret Agent is an immersion in texture: the
muffled quality of fog, the hush of a shop after closing, the
pause before a bureaucrat initials a report. The novel
proceeds with measured momentum, making us feel how
time thickens when decisions carry hidden stakes.
Surveillance is less a technology than a mood; secrecy is
less a mask than a habit of thought. Conrad’s pacing gives
us the experience of being implicated—of noticing how



small choices bend around unseen pressures, how trivial
words echo once the world gives them weight.

The book’s themes resonate sharply in the present.
Debates over surveillance and civil liberties, the media’s
role in amplifying fear, the blurred boundaries between
policing and politics, and the difficult ethics of dissent all
appear in recognizable form. The novel does not map
directly onto current events, nor does it predict them;
rather, it offers a durable vocabulary of situations—panic,
opportunism, moral compromise—through which to think. Its
characters remind us that abstractions like “security” and
“progress” acquire meaning only in the lives they alter,
sometimes irrevocably.

The Secret Agent endures because it sees clearly how
modern societies create the conditions they claim to control,
and how private lives absorb the blow. As an exploration of
motive, responsibility, and the uses of fear, it remains
unsettlingly fresh, inviting readers to test its observations
against their own moment. Conrad’s achievement is to
make a story at once intimate and civic, bitterly comic and
grave. That doubleness keeps the novel alive: a classic not
for its age alone but for its capacity to illuminate the
immediate, and to press, gently and inexorably, on
conscience.
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The Secret Agent, published in 1907 by Joseph Conrad,
unfolds in late nineteenth-century London amid shadowy
networks of political agitators and state informers. The
novel blends domestic drama with espionage, depicting a
city whose everyday rhythms mask surveillance,
opportunism, and fear. At its center stands Adolf Verloc, a
shopkeeper whose modest storefront doubles as a discreet
meeting place and cover for covert work. Conrad traces how
the pressures of international politics intrude upon private
life, framing questions about responsibility, manipulation,
and the uses of violence. Without sensationalism, the
narrative builds a measured, unsettling portrait of
modernity’s collision with fragile human bonds.

Verloc’s household anchors the story’s moral stakes. He
lives with his wife, Winnie, and her younger brother, Stevie,
in cramped quarters behind the shop, their routines shaped
by financial caution and unspoken bargains. Verloc’s
indolent comfort depends on income from a foreign
embassy that employs him irregularly as an informant.
Though he circulates among self-styled revolutionaries, he
seeks ease rather than risk, preferring inertia to action.
Winnie manages the home with practical resolve, sheltering
Stevie, whose sensitivity to chaos and cruelty makes him
particularly vulnerable. This domestic triangle,
circumscribed and precarious, becomes the point at which
public pressures exact private costs.

A turning point arrives when Verloc is summoned to the
embassy by a newly installed superior who values dramatic
results over routine intelligence. The official demands a
deed that will jolt British complacency and stiffen the state’s
resolve against radicals. A scientific institution becomes the



proposed target, chosen for its symbolic value as the seat of
rational order. The plan, meant to be spectacular and
emblematic rather than strategic, places Verloc under
sudden, humiliating pressure to prove his usefulness. His
reluctance, self-interest, and fear collide with official
impatience, establishing a grim calculus in which political
theater is prized above human consequences.

In Verloc’s backroom, a small circle of London anarchists
congregates, each embodying a distinct temperament and
ideology. Michaelis, released from a long sentence, speaks
in optimistic abstractions about social renewal. Ossipon, a
former medical student, mixes opportunism with
revolutionary posturing. Yundt represents aged, ceremonial
ferocity, while the Professor appears as a chilling outlier,
carrying the means of destruction and a creed of absolute
autonomy. Their conversations, suspicious and self-
justifying, reveal fractures within the movement and the
distance between rhetoric and action. Conrad thus situates
Verloc within a milieu where conspiracy is as much
performance as it is conviction and paranoia.

Against this political backdrop, the domestic sphere
acquires particular weight. Winnie Verloc, practical and
reserved, has married to secure stability for herself and for
Stevie, whom she fiercely protects. Stevie’s acute
responsiveness to suffering, coupled with his difficulty
managing confusion and noise, renders him dependent on
routines that keep disorder at bay. Verloc’s habitual idleness
and need for reassurance complicate the household’s fragile
balance, yet the trio persists in a wary peace. The novel’s
sympathy for ordinary needs—shelter, quiet, reliability—
sharpens the tension between abstract causes and daily
care, foreshadowing how public demands will extract a
private toll.

Pressed to act, Verloc moves from indolent surveillance
to precarious logistics. A device is assembled with technical
assistance outside his household, and arrangements are



made to stage an incident that will draw maximum attention
with minimal preparation. What follows in a park near the
targeted institution is abrupt and chaotic, producing
immediate alarm and confusion across the city. The event
does not yield the tidy utility imagined by its instigators;
instead, it unleashes inquiry, rumor, and political
embarrassment. Conrad narrates the episode obliquely at
first, emphasizing uncertainty and aftermath rather than
spectacle, and letting consequences seep slowly into view.

The authorities respond with professional zeal and
institutional caution. Chief Inspector Heat, a seasoned
investigator with informants among radicals, traces clues
that point toward familiar haunts, including Verloc’s shop.
He balances evidence against the need to protect sources,
even as the case threatens to expose comfortable
arrangements between police and monitored subversives.
The Assistant Commissioner, reporting to the Home Office,
pursues a parallel, quieter strategy, mindful of diplomatic
sensitivities and public order. Their overlapping inquiries
reveal bureaucratic rivalries and a shared desire to contain
scandal. Methodically, they tighten a net around the culprits
while avoiding disruptive publicity.

As the investigation advances, the shock ripples inward
to the Verloc household. Information surfaces that upends
the family’s uneasy compromises and forces rapid choices.
Winnie confronts the erosion of trust and the limits of what
she can overlook in the name of security, while Verloc
gropes for explanations that might preserve his position.
Emotions harden into resolve, and an irreversible
confrontation within the domestic space transforms the
stakes from political calculation to survival. In the aftermath,
opportunists circle, notably Ossipon, whose counsel blends
self-interest with professed sympathy, while the Professor
moves through the city, emblem of cold, perpetual threat.

Without delivering tidy judgments, the novel closes on
questions that feel strikingly contemporary: how states



manage threats, how public fear becomes policy, and how
private lives are conscripted by causes they never chose.
Conrad’s fusion of psychological portraiture with social
satire resists melodrama, insisting on bureaucracy’s role
alongside fanaticism. The Secret Agent endures for its cool
scrutiny of terrorism as spectacle, policing as performance,
and family as the ground zero of modern upheaval. Its sober
vision invites readers to consider complicity and care in a
world where security, loyalty, and truth are negotiated
rather than guaranteed.
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Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent unfolds in late-Victorian
London, roughly the 1880s–1890s, when the city was the
political and economic hub of the British Empire. The
monarchy and Parliament dominated public life, while the
Home Office and Metropolitan Police (Scotland Yard)
managed internal order. Foreign embassies clustered in
central districts, linking London to continental intrigues.
Rapid urban growth had created a landscape of gaslit
streets, new rail lines, and a dense press network. This
institutional mesh—police bureaus, ministries, diplomatic
missions, and newspapers—forms the novel’s atmosphere,
blending public grandeur with private shadows in which
informers, exiles, and petty shopkeepers navigate authority
and surveillance.

The London of the novel is a city of contrasts: affluent
West End avenues abutting the crowded East End and
Soho’s immigrant quarters. Docklands, railway termini, and
alleys offered both work and anonymity. Gas lamps, fog, and
the early spread of electrical lighting altered nights and
policing alike. The Underground, horse trams, and cabs
stitched neighborhoods with unprecedented speed, while
cheap lodgings and backroom clubrooms fostered transient
communities. Small shops sold respectable goods up front
and gray-market items behind the counter. This urban fabric
is crucial to Conrad’s story, which depends on the mobility,
secrecy, and accidental encounters of a vast metropolis.

The book reflects the rise of the international anarchist
movement and its doctrine of propaganda by the deed that
took hold in the 1880s–1890s. Political violence—
assassinations and bombings—punctuated European life:
Tsar Alexander II was killed in 1881; Paris faced bomb



attacks in 1892–1894; French President Sadi Carnot was
assassinated in 1894; later, Empress Elisabeth of Austria
(1898) and King Umberto I of Italy (1900) were also killed.
Though Britain experienced fewer such acts, fear of
dynamite and conspiracies circulated widely. Conrad’s novel
translates this climate of dread and theatrical violence into
the routines of London streets and offices.

Britain’s long-standing tradition of offering asylum made
London a haven for political exiles from Europe, including
socialists, anarchists, and nationalists. Yet tolerance
coexisted with surveillance. The Metropolitan Police created
a dedicated unit in 1883—later known as Special Branch—to
counter Fenian and, subsequently, anarchist threats. By the
1890s, radical meeting places such as the Autonomie Club
were closely watched and sometimes raided. The Walsall
Anarchists case of 1892, among others, prompted public
debate about informers and alleged provocations. Conrad’s
portrait of informants, shadowing policemen, and nervous
exiles parallels practices documented in these years,
emphasizing the thin line between observation and
manipulation.

Before anarchists dominated headlines, Irish republican
militants had staged the Fenian dynamite campaign of the
early 1880s, which targeted symbols of British authority and
infrastructure. Explosions struck prominent sites, including
Scotland Yard in 1883 and the Tower of London in 1885. In
response, Parliament passed the Explosive Substances Act
(1883), strengthening investigative and prosecutorial
powers for explosives-related offenses. Though The Secret
Agent is not about Irish nationalism, the legal and
administrative frameworks built to counter the Fenian threat
persisted into the 1890s and shaped how the state
monitored later anarchist networks, informing the novel’s
sense of bureaucratic vigilance and nervous preparedness.

Conrad drew inspiration from a London incident that
shocked the public: on 15 February 1894, Martial Bourdin, a



French-born anarchist, died after an explosion near the
Royal Observatory in Greenwich Park. Newspapers
speculated about motives and targets; details remained
murky. The Observatory’s scientific prestige and association
with timekeeping made the event symbolically potent. The
Secret Agent reimagines a plot involving the Observatory,
not to reconstruct the case, but to examine the moral and
political meanings attached to such an attack. The
transformation from news item to fiction allowed Conrad to
scrutinize the psychology of violence and the institutions
reacting to it.

Greenwich carried special significance because of time.
In 1884 the International Meridian Conference endorsed the
Greenwich meridian as the world’s prime longitude,
cementing London’s role in global timekeeping. Greenwich
Mean Time, synchronized by telegraph and essential to
railways and shipping, epitomized modern standardization.
An attack near the Observatory was thus read as an affront
to scientific order and imperial coordination. Conrad
leverages this symbolism: the tension between precision
time and unruly human motives becomes a lens on
modernity’s promise and peril. The plot’s focus on clocks,
routines, and schedules reflects the era’s faith in, and
anxiety about, rational organization.

Press culture shaped how Londoners understood
terrorism and policing. The late nineteenth century saw the
rise of “new journalism,” with energetic reportage,
interviews, and sensational crime coverage. Editors like W.
T. Stead popularized advocacy journalism in the 1880s, and
halfpenny dailies such as the Daily Mail (founded 1896)
expanded mass readership. Incidents involving anarchists,
spies, and bombs generated vivid headlines and caricatures.
Conrad’s novel mirrors this media environment: it shows
how newspapers amplify fear, simplify complex ideologies,
and compete for attention. The press emerges as a key



institution in producing the public drama that political
violence seeks to exploit.

Policing methods were evolving. Before the creation of
the Secret Service Bureau in 1909 (later MI5 and MI6), state
security rested on ad hoc collaboration among the
Metropolitan Police, the Home Office, and diplomatic
channels. Special Branch cultivated informers, monitored
clubs, and conducted raids; forensic science was
developing, with Scotland Yard adopting fingerprinting in
1901. Communications via telegraph and organized record-
keeping improved response times but also entrenched
bureaucratic routines. The Secret Agent captures this
transitional moment: overlapping jurisdictions, professional
rivalries, and reliance on informants produce both efficiency
and confusion, framing the ethical questions that the novel
poses.

The presence of foreign embassies in London connected
local policing to continental politics. European governments
worried about exiled radicals and sometimes pressed Britain
to act, even as British law prized due process. The Russian
Okhrana, active abroad in the late nineteenth century,
became notorious for surveillance and reports of
provocations, particularly in Paris. While Conrad’s embassy
is fictional, its logic—cynical calculations, diplomatic
pressure, and the use of agents—echoes documented
practices of states confronting transnational radicalism. The
novel’s ambiguity about loyalty and purpose reflects a world
where espionage often blurred the boundaries between
prevention, provocation, and propaganda.

Urban poverty and reform efforts formed another crucial
backdrop. Charles Booth’s monumental survey (1886–1903)
mapped London’s social conditions, revealing extensive
hardship in the East End. The settlement movement,
exemplified by Toynbee Hall (founded 1884), sought
practical remedies through education and social work.
Strikes and protests, including the matchgirls’ strike in 1888



and the dock strike in 1889, dramatized labor grievances
and collective power. Within this context, radical ideas
circulated as responses to insecurity and indignity. Conrad
sets his characters amid these crosscurrents, showing how
precarious livelihoods and urban neglect can intersect with
political agitation and the search for belonging.

Socialism’s growth in Britain provided both a
counterpoint and a foil to anarchism. The Social Democratic
Federation and the Fabian Society, both founded in 1884,
promoted distinct strategies for reform—revolutionary
Marxism in one case and gradualism in the other—
contributing to broader labor politics that led to the
Independent Labour Party (1893) and, by 1900, the Labour
Representation Committee. International congresses,
notably the 1896 London meeting that excluded anarchists,
publicized ideological fractures on the Left. Conrad reflects
these disputes through characters who debate abstract
theories versus direct action, highlighting the appeal, and
the hollowness, of rhetoric detached from human costs.

Immigration reshaped London’s neighborhoods. After
pogroms in the Russian Empire from 1881 onward, many
Jewish refugees settled in the East End, adding to a
multilingual, politically diverse milieu. Radical newspapers,
including the Yiddish Arbeter Fraynd (from 1885), and clubs
fostered debate about work, rights, and culture. Figures
such as Rudolf Rocker became active in London’s Jewish
anarchist circles from the late 1890s. Amid economic
anxieties, immigration became politicized, culminating in
the Aliens Act of 1905, Britain’s first modern immigration
restriction. Published in 1907, The Secret Agent engages a
public already debating foreignness, asylum, and the
sources of urban unrest.

Victorian moral regulation also shaped the novel’s milieu.
The Obscene Publications Act (1857) and anti-vice
campaigns—pursued by groups like the National Vigilance
Association (founded 1885)—targeted illicit literature,



prostitution, and trafficking. These efforts created a culture
of surveillance extending into everyday commerce, where
small shops sometimes mixed respectable trade with
clandestine sales. Such storefront ambiguity provides a
realistic façade for covert meetings and exchanges in
Conrad’s plot. The novel’s attention to saleable “curiosities,”
sealed envelopes, and backrooms reflects a city where
legality and illegality coexist in cramped spaces, constantly
negotiated by moralists, police, and entrepreneurs.

Questions of care, family, and disability were governed
by Victorian institutions and laws. The Poor Law system and
charitable societies provided patchy relief, while the Lunacy
Act of 1890 reorganized asylums and oversight but left
many families coping alone. Medical understandings of
intellectual disability were crude, and social supports
limited. Women’s legal rights had advanced through the
Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882), yet
dependency and domestic burdens persisted. Conrad
weaves these realities into his narrative with minimal
exposition, showing how domestic obligations and limited
options can press upon decisions made under political and
economic stress, often with consequences far beyond the
household.

Conrad wrote as an immigrant and a witness to European
upheaval. Born in 1857 to a Polish family in the Russian
Empire, he experienced imperial repression firsthand; his
father, Apollo Korzeniowski, was punished for nationalist
activism. After a maritime career, Conrad settled in Britain
and became a naturalized subject in 1886. His fiction
frequently probes authority, loyalty, and moral ambiguity.
By 1907, when The Secret Agent appeared, debates over
immigration, anarchism, and state power were intense, and
the formal British intelligence services were still nascent.
Conrad’s background and timing lend the novel a distinctive
vantage on bureaucratic power and the precarious lives of
political exiles.



Technology and organization underpin the book’s world.
Telegraph cables synchronized information; railways and
timetables reorganized workdays; postal deliveries and
street directories made the city legible to officials and
criminals alike. Forensics and administrative files multiplied,
while standardized measures like Greenwich Mean Time
promised reliable coordination. Yet accidents,
misunderstandings, and human frailty persisted. The Secret
Agent juxtaposes the allure of systematic control with the
stubborn unpredictability of individuals and crowds. This
tension, rooted in everyday technologies and routines of
late-Victorian London, sharpens the novel’s critique of
schemes that treat people as instruments within an
impersonal, clock-driven order of governance and publicity.
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Joseph Conrad (1857–1924) was a Polish-born, British
novelist whose career bridged the late Victorian period and
the emergence of literary modernism. Writing in his third
language, English, he produced sea tales and political
novels that probe moral ambiguity, the limits of knowledge,
and the pressures of empire and commerce. His innovative
narrative structures—frame tales, shifting viewpoints, and
dramatic irony—reshaped expectations for the novel in the
early twentieth century. Though often associated with
adventure settings, his work centers on the psychology of
conscience and complicity. Conrad’s fiction remains central
to discussions of narrative form, colonialism, and the ethical
demands placed on individuals in extreme situations.

Conrad grew up under the political shadow of partitioned
Poland, an experience that informed his sensitivity to exile
and authority. He did not pursue formal higher education;
his schooling was irregular, and he became largely self-
taught through voracious reading. As a young man in the
1870s he left for the Mediterranean, first sailing from France
and then entering the British merchant service. He
mastered multiple languages and absorbed influences from
Polish Romanticism and French prose stylists such as
Flaubert and Maupassant. He became a British subject in
the 1880s. Later friendships with English writers, notably
Henry James, refined his interest in psychological nuance
and point-of-view.

Two decades at sea supplied Conrad with the technical
knowledge and global horizons that animate his fiction. He
rose through the ranks to master mariner and served on
sailing ships and steamers to the Far East, Australia, and
Africa. In 1890 he briefly captained a river steamer in the



Congo Free State, an episode that left him ill and profoundly
unsettled. Soon after, he began to retreat from active
service, turning hard-won professional experience into
narrative material. The realities of navigation, hierarchy,
and risk in maritime life underwrite his representations of
comradeship, discipline, and fatigue, even as he
interrogates the economic and political systems that
structure them.

Conrad’s literary debut came with Almayer’s Folly (1895),
followed by An Outcast of the Islands (1896). The Nigger of
the “Narcissus” (1897) crystallized his artistic credo in its
famous preface about making the reader “see.” He explored
narrative experiment in Youth (1898) and the novella Heart
of Darkness (1899), and he collaborated with Ford Madox
Ford on The Inheritors (1901) and Romance (1903). His
prose favored obliquity, delayed decoding, and symbolic
patterning over straightforward plot. By the turn of the
century, he had established himself as a writer of
demanding sea and colonial fiction whose formal daring
attracted critics even as sales remained uncertain.

Major works secured his reputation: Lord Jim (1900) on
responsibility and honor; Nostromo (1904) on capital,
revolution, and identity; and The Secret Agent (1907) on
surveillance and terrorism. Under Western Eyes (1911)
examined Russian autocracy and radicalism. Shorter works
such as Typhoon (1902), The Shadow-Line (1917), and the
novel Victory (1915) expanded his range. After years of
financial strain, Chance (1913) delivered a popular
breakthrough. Contemporary reviewers debated his
difficulty but recognized his originality. Over time, critics
placed him among key precursors of modernism, praising
his irony and narrative architecture while noting the
tensions between his skepticism and the adventure
conventions he retooled.

Conrad articulated an ethic of artistic fidelity to
experience—complex, morally fraught, and resistant to



programmatic ideology. His skepticism toward imperial
mission statements and revolutionary absolutism informs
Heart of Darkness, The Secret Agent, and Under Western
Eyes, where he examines how noble ends invite
compromised means. He adapted techniques associated
with literary Impressionism, seeking to register perception
before judgment, and cultivated intricate framing devices
that question authority and certainty. Critics have traced his
affinities with Flaubert’s exactitude, Maupassant’s economy,
and Henry James’s psychological focus. These influences
accompany his seaman’s pragmatism, producing narratives
that stage moral testing rather than offering consoling
doctrine.

In the 1910s and early 1920s Conrad enjoyed renewed
public attention, reissues of earlier books, and invitations
from publishers on both sides of the Atlantic. He died in
England in 1924, by then established as a major figure in
English-language fiction. His legacy has remained dynamic:
later writers from Graham Greene to V. S. Naipaul engaged
his moral ambiguity and international settings, while critics
such as Chinua Achebe challenged his portrayals of Africa,
fueling essential debates about representation and power.
Film and other media have drawn on his narratives and
themes. Today his work endures for its narrative ingenuity
and ethical complexity.



The Secret Agent
Main Table of Contents



 
Chapter I
Chapter II
Chapter III
Chapter IV
Chapter V
Chapter VI
Chapter VII
Chapter VIII
Chapter IX
Chapter X
Chapter XI
Chapter XII
Chapter XIII



TO
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Mr Verloc, going out in the morning, left his shop nominally
in charge of his brother-in-law. It could be done, because
there was very little business at any time, and practically
none at all before the evening. Mr Verloc cared but little
about his ostensible business. And, moreover, his wife was
in charge of his brother-in-law.

The shop was small, and so was the house. It was one of
those grimy brick houses which existed in large quantities
before the era of reconstruction dawned upon London. The
shop was a square box of a place, with the front glazed in
small panes. In the daytime the door remained closed; in
the evening it stood discreetly but suspiciously ajar.

The window contained photographs of more or less
undressed dancing girls; nondescript packages in wrappers
like patent medicines; closed yellow paper envelopes, very
flimsy, and marked two-and-six in heavy black figures; a few
numbers of ancient French comic publications hung across a
string as if to dry; a dingy blue china bowl, a casket of black
wood, bottles of marking ink, and rubber stamps; a few
books, with titles hinting at impropriety; a few apparently
old copies of obscure newspapers, badly printed, with titles
like The Torch, The Gong—rousing titles. And the two gas
jets inside the panes were always turned low, either for
economy’s sake or for the sake of the customers.

These customers were either very young men, who hung
about the window for a time before slipping in suddenly; or
men of a more mature age, but looking generally as if they
were not in funds. Some of that last kind had the collars of
their overcoats turned right up to their moustaches, and
traces of mud on the bottom of their nether garments,
which had the appearance of being much worn and not very



valuable. And the legs inside them did not, as a general
rule, seem of much account either. With their hands plunged
deep in the side pockets of their coats, they dodged in
sideways, one shoulder first, as if afraid to start the bell
going.

The bell, hung on the door by means of a curved ribbon
of steel, was difficult to circumvent. It was hopelessly
cracked; but of an evening, at the slightest provocation, it
clattered behind the customer with impudent virulence.

It clattered; and at that signal, through the dusty glass
door behind the painted deal counter, Mr Verloc would issue
hastily from the parlour at the back. His eyes were naturally
heavy; he had an air of having wallowed, fully dressed, all
day on an unmade bed. Another man would have felt such
an appearance a distinct disadvantage. In a commercial
transaction of the retail order much depends on the seller’s
engaging and amiable aspect. But Mr Verloc knew his
business, and remained undisturbed by any sort of æsthetic
doubt about his appearance. With a firm, steady-eyed
impudence, which seemed to hold back the threat of some
abominable menace, he would proceed to sell over the
counter some object looking obviously and scandalously not
worth the money which passed in the transaction: a small
cardboard box with apparently nothing inside, for instance,
or one of those carefully closed yellow flimsy envelopes, or
a soiled volume in paper covers with a promising title. Now
and then it happened that one of the faded, yellow dancing
girls would get sold to an amateur, as though she had been
alive and young.

Sometimes it was Mrs Verloc who would appear at the
call of the cracked bell. Winnie Verloc was a young woman
with a full bust, in a tight bodice, and with broad hips. Her
hair was very tidy. Steady-eyed like her husband, she
preserved an air of unfathomable indifference behind the
rampart of the counter. Then the customer of comparatively
tender years would get suddenly disconcerted at having to



influence helped Mrs Verloc’s mother secure charitable
admission.
26 Almshouses are charitable dwellings established to
house the poor, elderly, or widows, often endowed by
wealthy benefactors or trade associations. Mrs Verloc’s
mother’s admission to such almshouses shows a common
Victorian form of social welfare and explains her reduced,
dependent living conditions.

27 A Baronet is a hereditary title below the peerage, while
an M.P. is a Member of Parliament; both indicate rank and
influence in British society. Their presence as officials of the
charity highlights the respectability and social hierarchy
involved in allocating charitable relief.
28 A hackney carriage was a licensed, horse-drawn taxi
used in 19th-century London; 'metropolitan' specifies the
London service. The dilapidated hackney carriage in the
scene emphasizes urban poverty and the precarious, noisy
nature of contemporary street life.
29 St Stephen’s refers to the historic chapel/area associated
with the Palace of Westminster and the House of Commons,
whose towers and pinnacles formed part of Westminster’s
medieval and Gothic architecture. Mentioning St Stephen’s
helps place the cab ride near the seat of government in
London, though older texts sometimes use the name loosely
for adjacent structures.

30 A Gladstone bag is a type of hinged leather suitcase
popular in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, named
after British Prime Minister William E. Gladstone who is often
credited with popularizing the style. In the novel it signals
ordinary, period-specific luggage rather than modern
suitcases, helping to date the setting.



31 'Blackleading' refers to the Victorian household task of
polishing metal grates, stoves, or hearths with 'blacklead' (a
soot- or graphite-based polish) to restore a dark lustre. The
phrase highlights everyday domestic labour and the
period’s cleaning practices.
32 This names a real 19th-century railway route and
company (often abbreviated LCDR) that served southeast
England, connecting London with towns in Kent, including
Chatham and Dover. Mentioning this line situates Michaelis’s
intended cottage within a recognisable London-to-Kent
commuting geography of the era.

33 'Villegiature' is a French-derived word used in 19th-
century English to mean a short stay or holiday in the
country. Here it denotes Stevie’s temporary country lodging
rather than permanent emigration.
34 Via dolorosa is Latin for 'way of sorrow' and originally
names the route in Jerusalem associated with Christ’s
suffering before the crucifixion; in English it is often used
metaphorically for a painful or wearying journey. Mrs Neale’s
described routine as a 'via dolorosa' emphasises her life’s
enduring hardship.
35 This was a common late‑19th/early‑20th‑century phrase
describing the British Empire’s global span: because Britain
had colonies across many time zones, the sun was always
shining somewhere under its control. In the novel it signals
Westminster as the symbolic centre of imperial power and
national pride.

36 A hansom (or hansom cab) is a light, two‑wheeled
horse‑drawn carriage that served as a fast urban taxi in
Victorian and Edwardian London. Its use here conveys that
the Assistant Commissioner was being driven quickly and in
the customary manner of the period.



37 The Cheshire Cheese refers to the Ye Olde Cheshire
Cheese, a historic public house in London (rebuilt after the
Great Fire of 1666) long associated with writers and
journalists; here it denotes a familiar London tavern where
characters meet and where Mr Verloc sat to think.
38 Greenwich Park is a real public park in southeast London
that contains the Royal Observatory. In the novel it is the
actual setting associated with the violent incident described,
and readers at the time would recognize its public and
scientific associations.

39 "First Secretary" is a diplomatic rank in an embassy,
typically a senior administrative or political officer below the
ambassador. The reference situates some of the book’s
intrigue within the world of diplomacy and shows Verloc’s
ties to official foreign representation.
40 "Belgravian" refers to Belgravia, an affluent district of
central London developed in the early 19th century and
known for large townhouses and high social status. The
phrase evokes wealth, domestic service, and social contrast
with the Verlocs’ humbler, laboring existence.
41 The contraction ’bus stands for "omnibus," the common
public transport vehicle of the 19th and early 20th centuries
(horse-drawn, later motorized). In the passage it is used as
colloquial period slang for an urban bus.

42 "Comrade Ossipon" is named in the text as a radical
figure; the honorific "Comrade" was commonly used among
socialists, anarchists, and other leftist movements in the
period. The name and epithet mark him as part of the
revolutionary milieu that figures in the novel’s political
tensions.



43 Stevie is the young boy referred to as having been killed
in the earlier explosion; his death is the emotional core
driving Mrs Verloc’s actions. The novel draws on
late‑19th‑century anxieties about anarchist bombings and
public violence, a social context contemporary readers
would have recognised.
44 This phrase echoes newspaper reporting of executions:
Victorian and Edwardian accounts often noted the length of
the 'drop' in hangings. By this period the ‘long drop’ method
—where the fall was calculated to break the neck—was
used, but actual drop lengths varied by case, and Conrad
uses the repeated phrase to convey Mrs Verloc’s terror.

45 Here ‘gallows’ refers to the device used for execution by
hanging; Conrad notes that public hangings had become
less theatrical and were conducted within prison yards. This
reflects real 19th‑century reforms in British penal practice
that moved executions out of large public spectacles and
into prisons.
46 A 'dark lantern' was a lantern with a sliding shutter or
cover that allowed the bearer to conceal or reveal light
selectively; it was used by police and others to avoid fully
illuminating a scene. Conrad’s use of the term signals a
late‑Victorian policing practice and contributes to the
scene’s furtive atmosphere.
47 'Chesham Square' in the text alludes to the Belgravia
area in London where streets like Chesham Place housed
diplomatic residences and embassy offices. Mention of the
'Embassy people' links the Verloc case to foreign diplomatic
circles—an important plot element suggesting international
interest or interference (the exact fictional geography is
used loosely rather than as a precise address).


